Purpose: This study evaluates how different strategic choices related to the transitions in-andout of exporting (export entry, export persistence, export exit) impact employment growth in Romanian small and medium-sized businesses. Design/methodology/approach: Using linear regression models on a sample of 566 Romanian SMEs, we model employment growth as a function of three different dimensions of foreign market participation: export entry, persistence, and exit. Findings: Results indicate that exporting is positively associated with employment growth. The findings reveal that the different strategic choices linked to exporting have a differentiating impact on employment growth: while employment growth is more pronounced among new exporters which points to the presence of an impulse effect of exporting, businesses that interrupt their exporting activities report employment losses.
Introduction
Internationalisation of sales, more concretely exporting, has been invoked as a relevant strategy that helps small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to achieve their growth potential (Manolova et al., 2010; Ngo et al., 2016) . Exporting SMEs in the European Union (EU) show higher average returns and employment growth levels, as well as greater innovation rates than their non-internationalised counterparts (European Commission, 2010; Lamb et al., 2011) . It is thus fundamental for Europe to increase the capacity and effective export-based internationalisation of SMEs (European Commission, 2016) . Additionally, exporting is a vital component for the sustained growth and development of SMEs in transition economies such as the Central and Eastern European countries, which are progressively exploring opportunities in overseas markets as a result of the access to European markets (European Commission, 2016) .
Although SMEs increasingly engage in higher-commitment entry modes (Dimitratos et al., 2010) , exports remain the most common mechanism chosen by SMEs to go into overseas markets (Morgan et al., 2012) . Exporting is especially appealing to SMEs as it represents a lowcommitment entry mode and, therefore, the economic cost and risk borne by the entrepreneur are lower compared to alternative foreign entry modes (Manolova et al., 2010) . Nevertheless, SMEs realise at different intensities the generally positive effects of export activities (Crick, 2003) , and the question of whether exporting is truly a sustainable strategy for SMEs can therefore be asked. Are the benefits of the export decision-in terms of employment growth-for first-time exporters comparable to those reported by businesses with more experience in international markets? Or to the contrary, and as suggested by Das et al. (2007) , does the unexpected complexity, cost and increased uncertainty of the international landscape lead entrepreneurs to perceive exports as an unviable strategy? In this latter scenario incentives to withdraw from foreign operations rise and the exit from international markets can become the desired policy.
The analysis of the relationship between export behaviour and SME's growth in a transition economy is the focus of this study. More concretely, this study analyses the specific impact of different choices related to the transitions in-and-out of exporting-i.e., export entry (new exporter), persistence (habitual exporter), and export exit-on employment growth.
Although the literature often portraits export as a 'harmless' exercise, international success is far from a guaranteed value-adding adventure (Crick, 2003; Mora, 2015) . Exportfailure is a likely outcome resulting from the many uncertainties, complexities and high investments related with international venturing (Manolova et al., 2010) . When a business' international activity fails, it not only means the loss of its international investments, it can often have a negative effect that reverbs back on the firm's domestic activities (Amiti and Weinstein, 2011) . Businesses tend to rely heavily on external finance for their international operations (Smolarski and Kut, 2011) , so exporters cannot simply ignore foreign losses (Mora, 2015) . They will face domestic financial constraints that may mean fewer financing options for domestic operations, limiting hiring capabilities (Smolarski and Kut, 2011) . This is compounded by the fact that small and novice exporters tend to gain smaller export revenues (Rauch and Watson, 2003) , which rarely cover the costs of initiating international trade operations in the short-term (Das et al., 2007) . Similar to Eaton et al. (2007) , Vaillant et al. (2018) recently found that export persistence of new ventures tends to fall after the initial years in export markets, which suggests that exporting results in profit losses for many exporters (Mora, 2015) .
The empirical application uses a rich dataset of Romanian SMEs for the year 2008.
While existing evidence suggests that Central and Eastern European SMEs are increasingly active internationally (Miocevic and Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011) , most of the existent literature on emerging markets focuses on the international behaviour of large firms (Aulakh et al., 2000; Yamakawa et al., 2008) . International business scholars highlight the internationalisation of small firms from emerging economies as a fruitful research avenue (Peiris et al., 2012; Ganvir and Dwivedi, 2017) . In particular, our data distinguishes businesses that are habitual exporters from those that have just started to export or that have recently stopped exporting.
The Romanian context is attractive since this Eastern European country has undergone a profound restructuring process that led to its integration to the European Union, radically shifting from a centrally planned system towards a functioning market-oriented economy. One of the most important challenges faced by Romania relates to the development of competitive SMEs (Lafuente and Rabetino, 2011; Smallbone and Rogut, 2005) . This is especially evident when looking at the international performance of Romanian SMEs. The statistics provided by the European Commission (2010) indicate that 18% of Romanian SMEs export, a rate that is below the European average (25%). This signals that Romanian internationalised SMEs are in a weaker position relative to their European counterparts. Romania is a fertile ground for researching the international behaviour of local firms with little experience in competitive settings. Also, to the best of our knowledge, few empirical studies focus on the differentiated impact over employment growth of the different decisions related to the transitions in-and-out of exporting (Bernard and Jensen, 1999; Requena, 2005) , and none of these analyse the exporting-employment growth relation in the Central and Eastern European context. The dearth of research specifically addressing Romanian SMEs' international involvement and its repercussions on employment growth gives further relevance to the analysis proposed here.
The results of our analysis suggest that, in the European context dominated by competitive markets and low barriers to entry, exporting should not be regarded as an isolated event and research should recognise the importance of simultaneously analysing SMEs' export involvement, continuity, as well as export exit to correctly examine the impact of these strategic decisions on employment growth.
Rather than analysing the international performance link or the canonical relationship between export variables (propensity and intensity) and performance metrics, this study contributes to expand the international entrepreneurship literature by exploring the influence of the business' export cycle in-and-out of international markets on domestic employment.
The paper is organised as follows. Section two presents the theory that underpins the study and the development of the hypotheses. Section three describes the data and the methodology. Section four presents the empirical results, while section five provides the conclusions and implications of the study.
Theoretical framework and hypotheses development

The benefits of exporting
There is increased empirical literature addressing the question of whether foreign market experience enhances business performance (Bernard and Jensen, 1999; Castellani, 2001; Matanda and Freeman, 2009; Miocevic and Crnjak-Karanovic, 2011, Ngo et al., 2016; Peiris et al., 2012; Peres and Stumpo, 2000) . The underlying assumption motivating this research stream is that selling in international markets improves performance either through allowing businesses to exploit the expanded scale economies associated with a combined domestic and international market, or by providing businesses with enhanced learning capabilities via access to an enlarged technology set and knowledge spillovers (Manolova et al., 2010; Requena, 2005) .
If we introduce to the 'export-performance' connection the analysis of newly created enterprises and SMEs, we find ourselves at the intersection of the international business and entrepreneurship literature, which has developed to be its own scholarly field of enquiry known as international entrepreneurship Keupp and Gassman, 2009; Rialp et al, 2005a) . The factors that have been linked with entrepreneurial export-based internationalisation in related research range from knowledge generation processes (Gassmann and Keupp, 2007) , networks (Yli-Renko et al., 2002; Manolova et al., 2010 ), or institutions (Belso-Martinez, 2006 , to past performance (Shrader et al., 2000) , strategic orientation (Jantunen et al., 2005; Jalal Ahamed and Skallerud, 2015) , market discovery processes (Hohenthal et al., 2003) and opportunity recognition ability (Oviatt and McDougall, 2005) , or the business' financial structure (leverage ratio) (Kim, 2016) . However, most research in international entrepreneurship treat export propensity or intensity as the dependent variable to which determinant or causal factors are linked (Jones et al., 2011) . From a theoretical perspective, notable exceptions are the work by Jones and Coviello (2005) who analyse the lagged self-reinforcing loop of exporting and market performance; and that of Sapienza et al. (2006) who advance a theoretical, capability-based framework of the effects of exporting on firm survival and growth. Greenaway and Kneller (2007) and Wagner (2012) (Coviello et al., 2011, p. 627) .
The choice of international markets is a significant step in the life of any small and medium-sized firm (Rialp et al, 2005b) . This decision brings about important considerations that affect firm's survival and growth (Dimitratos et al., 2010) . Exporting remains the most common mechanism chosen by SMEs to enter in international markets (Morgan et al., 2012; Ngo et al., 2016) . Exporting is especially appealing to SMEs as it represents a low-commitment entry mode and therefore, the economic cost and risk borne by the entrepreneur are lower compared to alternative foreign entry modes. In the particular case of SMEs operating in emerging countries, there is increased interest in their international performance as these economies are increasingly more integrated into the global market. Additionally, with advancements in information and communication technologies, a wider range of export opportunities have opened up to SMEs in developing countries (Şentürk and Erdem, 2008) .
By going international, SMEs not only increase their customer base allowing for greater economies of scale, and thus increasing their growth potential (Girma et al., 2002) , but the exporting SME can also access more diverse market knowledge transfers that can serve to improve their competitive stance at home. SMEs with foreign sales actively learn from the competitive strategies of their international rivals (Dimitratos et al., 2010) . These intangible resources are often an essential element in strategic capability-building that help exporting businesses establish domestic competitive advantages. Benefits of exporting can also be linked to the adoption of innovation strategies which help create and maintain competitive advantage (Acs et al., 1997) . These benefits serve the exporting business' survival and growth prospects and have been found to translate into gains for employees in terms of higher wages and better future development prospects (Bernard and Jensen, 1999) .
Exporting not only represents a platform to boost the internationalised business' performance and growth, but also creates the conditions to develop organisational knowledge and other capabilities that could help enhance business performance in terms of employment growth (Filatotchev et al., 2009; Manolova et al., 2010; Peiris et al., 2012 ).
Prior empirical research shows mixed results when analysing the intensity in the relationship between exporting and employment. Bernard and Jensen (1999) shows that the effect of exports on performance is conditioned by the firm's technological regime, as well as by the business' international experience. Using an unbalanced panel of medium and large plants in the US for the period 1984-1992, these authors find that exporting businesses show significantly higher employment growth rates. Leichenko (2000) used regional data for the US during the period 1980-1991 to explain the effect of exports on business performance. The author finds that increases in the proportion of sales abroad have a negative impact on manufacturing businesses' employment.
In the case of the UK, Westhead et al. (2001) conducted a survey in 1990 and 1997 on a sample of 621 manufacturing, construction and service-oriented businesses. The authors concluded that exports are not significantly correlated with employment. In their analysis of 8,992 UK manufacturing firms during 1988 -1999 , Girma et al. (2002 found that exporting is positively and significantly correlated with business performance and employment levels.
Similarly, Cabrol and Nlemvo (2009) analysed 68 early-internationalised French firms for 2002, and found that businesses with a much deeper international orientation-in terms of export intensity-report higher levels of sales and employment.
Research focused on the relationship between exports and growth in emerging market offers mixed results. In their analysis of 582 entrepreneurs from four Latin American economies (Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, and Peru), Capelleras and Rabetino (2008) found that increased export intensity (i.e., change in the export to sales ratio) is positively associated with employment growth. On contrary, Wood et al. (2011) use information for 257 firms located in China, India, Mexico, and South Africa for the year 2002 and find that businesses accumulate knowledge from export activities (learning curves), and that export experience is positively correlated with export intensity. But these authors do not reach a clear conclusion on the influence of international activity on employment.
From the review of the literature it can be deduced that SMEs increasingly use exporting as a way to expand their product demand, and that exporting is conducive to performance. This logic and evidence suggest the following relationship between export and employment growth:
H1: There is a positive relationship between exporting and employment growth 2.2) Export status and performance
The process of exporting leads to important changes in firm behaviour and performance, and these changes are likely more pronounced in small firms (Acs et al., 1997; Peiris et al., 2012) . Yet, at this point the main question rising is whether changes in the export status, that is, from export entry to export exit, have a distinctive impact on employment growth.
Movements in-and-out of international markets are times of substantial change for any business (Greenaway and Kneller, 2007) . According to Bernard and Jensen (1999) small firms experience a significant improvement as a result of a switch from non-exporter to exporter, while businesses that interrupt exporting have quantitatively equivalent negative performance.
This suggests that the benefits of exporting activity occur quickly among small firms entering export markets (Requena, 2005 ). Yet, uncertainty, poor information regulatory requirements, raw material specificities or market conditions can lead new exporters to make costly mistakes, thus increasing the initial investment necessary to effectively enter into new foreign markets.
In the case of businesses with more experience in international markets, the accumulated experience would lead to greater benefits from exporting, which can translate in the development of a greater contact network that may facilitate the access to distribution channels and selling points (Bernard and Jensen, 1999; Requena, 2005) . In this scenario, performance improvements would come with time. Businesses with a more regular export activity and greater international experience would have to accommodate their operations and capabilities to the international conditions in the short run. Once the business is fully 'equipped' and actively participating in the international market, its capacity to increase operations as a result of exporting experience would help the business achieve performance improvements that would be observable in the mid-and-long run. This way, the potential adaptation cost of adopting specific technologies or processes linked to regulatory or market constraints in overseas markets, together with the business' learning capacity during the immediate post-entry period are critical aspects that contribute to explain the likeliness of success in its international activity (Das et al., 2007) . As a result, the outcome of exporting would be observable after the business consolidates operations in the foreign markets.
There are few papers dealing with the performance consequences of transitions in-andout of exporting. In their longitudinal analysis of medium and large US plants, Bernard and Jensen (1999) find that export entrants significantly improve their performance in the first year of entry into international markets. Compared to non-exporters, firms in the first year of exporting show greater rates of employment growth (5.60%). Also habitual exporters outperform businesses that exit international markets in terms of employment (Bernard and Jensen, 1999) . The results for business that drop international markets (exiters) indicate that, compared to non-exporters, the strategic decision to exit operations in international markets is associated with subsequent performance deterioration in terms of employment. This is consistent with the view that businesses that stop exporting are exposed to potential financial losses related to their previous investments; and their operations would likely experience a decrease as a result of their lower activity levels (Crick, 2003; Das et al., 2007) .
In their study of Korean and Taiwanese businesses, Aw et al. (2000) provide evidence that when firms switch from being non-exporters to become exporters, their performance is enhanced, whereas switching from being an exporter to selling solely on the domestic market leads to poor performance results. Further evidence is found in Requena (2005) who analyse 1,940 UK SMEs. His results indicate that, compared to non-exporters, new exporters witnessed a substantial increase in their employment level, while businesses that dropped exporting activities suffered significant employment losses. The author also finds that new exporters show significantly higher employment growth rates, and that businesses that stop exporting have significant lower growth rates, compared to both habitual exporters and non-exporters.
Prior research emphasises the need for resources when it comes to engage in international activities. As a result, exporting businesses tend to be larger-in terms of employment-than their non-exporting counterparts, and both new exporters and businesses that interrupt their export activity are larger than non-exporters (Amorós et al., 2016) . From the abovementioned arguments our second hypothesis connected with the export status emerges:
H2(a): The positive impact of exporting on employment growth is greater among habitual exporters than among new exporters.
H2(b):
The relationship between exporting and employment growth is negative among firms that exit international activities.
Data, variable definition and method
Data
The data used in this study come from the Romanian Centre for Entrepreneurship and Business Research (CEBR) for the year 2008. The database provided by the CEBR was collected between February and April 2009, and it was designed to provide information about selected performance and organisational characteristics of Romanian small and medium sized enterprises, as well as of their corresponding entrepreneurs. Contact information for the target SMEs was obtained from the directory created by the CEBR. Data collection by the CEBR was achieved through self-administrated, structured questionnaires where the entrepreneur was asked to answer essentially closed questions. The questionnaire was also subject to a pre-test in order to correct potentially misleading or confusing questions. Previous studies using the data provided by the CEBR can be found in Lafuente and Rabetino (2011) , Lafuente and Vaillant (2013) and Lafuente et al. (2015) .
The original database contained information for 895 Romanian small and medium sized firms. In the interest of following a rigorous methodology we dropped from the sample those observations with missing values. The final sample comprises information for 566 Romanian SMEs. Following the NUTS criterion, and based on the distribution of the population of active businesses across Romania, we observe that our sample demonstrates an appropriate geographical spread throughout Romania: 19.43% of firms are located in Bucharest and a significant representation of SMEs can also be found in the Southeast (17.84%), the North-east (14.66%) and the Centre (12.90%) regions (Table 1) .
Additionally, the sampled businesses have, on average, 9.58 employees. Concerning the size distribution of the sample, 97.53% of the sampled businesses have fewer than 50 employees (80.21% report less than ten employees), whereas the remaining 2.47% fall in the medium-size category (between 51 and 250 employees). The size distribution of our sample reveals a lower share of micro-enterprises with less than 10 employees, relative to EU figures reported by the European Commission (2016). Finally, note that 24.38% of the sampled businesses export, and that the highest concentration of exporting businesses was found in the North-eastern region, which is also the region where businesses are-on average-the largest in terms of employment (average employment: 12.46). Businesses operating in the Central (proportion of exporters: 26.03%), North-west (proportion of exporters: 25.93%), and Western (proportion of exporters: 23.91%) regions also report high export propensity levels.
---Insert (2000), Davidsson et al. (2002) and Lafuente and Rabetino (2011) , performance is measured as employment growth. Employment growth is a key performance dimension for organisations. Davidsson et al. (2006, p. 8) conclude that growth measures based on employment show the highest correlation with alternative growth indicators (sales and assets).
Concerning the way to operationalize growth, two are the most prevalent approaches found in the literature. First, in their study on the determinants of business growth in Eastern Germany, Brixy and Kohaut (1999) propose to measure employment growth as ln(Employment ) ln (Employment ) it it k   to correct skewness in data, where t refers to the year of the survey (2008) and k is the year the business was created. We note that in our sample average employment growth-according to Brixy and Kohaut (1999)-is 83.59% (skewness:
0.5307) ( Table 2 ). The second growth measure used in this study is based on Davidsson et al., (2002, p. 341) , who propose to measure employment growth as
to obtain an asymptotically normally distributed growth variable. From the descriptive statistics presented in Table 2 we observe that average employment growth-according to Davidsson et al. (2002) -is 66.57%
(skewness: -0.1152). This variable also shows a lower dispersion compared to that reported for the metric proposed by Brixy and Kohaut (1999) .
At this point, an important consideration is in order. We are aware that our employment growth measures can be affected by significant variations in the employment level of businesses that started operations with one employee. A further scrutiny of the data reveals that 23.85% of the sampled businesses started operations with one employee (135 out of 566), and that 47.41% of these businesses (64 out of 135) did not experience any change in their employment level, that is, they report one employee in 2008. Also, average growth among the group of 135
businesses that started operations with one employee was 0.9139 (Brixy and Kohaut, 1999) and 0.7254 (Davidsson et al, 2002) . Although these growth figures for the group of one-employee firms are slightly higher than values reported for the whole sample (see Table 2 ), we found that the difference in employment growth-according to Brixy and Kohaut (1999) This variable is linked to the businesses' export propensity, and in our sample we observe that 24.38% of businesses export ( Table 2 ). The second variable relates to the export intensity of the sampled businesses, measured as the proportion of sales in international markets in 2008. In our sample, businesses export on average 13.07% of their products/services ( Table 2 ). The data gathered by the CEBR includes information between 2006 and 2008, which allows the observation of changes in the businesses' export behaviour during a three-year period.
Therefore, the third export-related variable measures the change in the proportion of sales overseas. The average change in exports reported by the sampled businesses is 2.27% ( decided to stop exporting in 2008 to concentrate their business effort in the domestic market.
---Insert Table 3 about here ---Control variables. We introduce several control variables related to the entrepreneur's profile and the business profile in the different model specifications. More concretely, the control variables related to the entrepreneur include gender (dummy variable taking the value of one for men), the entrepreneur's age measured in years, and a dichotomous variables that takes the value of one if the entrepreneur has management studies. These variables have been used in prior work dealing with employment growth models (see, e.g., Brown et al., 2005; Capelleras and Rabetino, 2008; Johnsen and McMahon, 2005) . Similar to previous research (Audretsch et al., 1999; Davidsson et al., 2002; Evans, 1987; Lafuente and Rabetino, 2011; Mata, 1994) , the business-related control variables include business age expressed in years, initial size measured as the number of employees in the first year of operations, and a dummy variable that captures if the business was founded by the entrepreneur solely or by an entrepreneurial team. Finally, a set of regional dummy variables were introduced to rule out the effects of different local economic and institutional environments on employment growth. Note that the variables entrepreneur's age, business age, and business initial size were logged to reduce skewness.
Method
Given the statistical properties of the two growth measures used in this study, and similar to prior work on employment growth (see, e.g., Capelleras and Rabetino, 2008; Davidsson et al., 2002; Hart ad Oulton, 1996; Lafuente and Rabetino, 2011) , we employ linear regression models estimated via OLS to test the proposed hypotheses that emphasise that employment growth is affected by various dimensions of the business' export behaviour.
To evaluate the role of the analysed export-related factors empirically, we advance a set of baseline models that estimate the employment growth of the sampled businesses as a function of the variables related to the business' export behaviour: export propensity, export intensity, and the change in the proportion of sales overseas. More formally, 0 1 2
Employment growth Export behaviour Control variables
In equation (1), the dependent variable refers to the two employment growth variables used in the study (according to Brixy and Kohaut (1999) and Davidsson et al. (2002) ). The term j  is the vector of parameter estimates for the jth independent variable and i  is the normally distributed error term computed for each business in the sample (i). The variable 'Export behaviour' refers to export propensity, export intensity, and the change in the proportion of sales in international markets. Control variables include factors related to the entrepreneur (gender, age, and management studies), to the business (business age, initial size, and entrepreneurial teams), as well as the regional dummy variables (the omitted variable is Bucharest). Equation (1) will be used to test our first hypothesis on the relationship between export and employment growth (H1). In this case, we expect that 1 0   to confirm that the international activity of the business-in terms of export propensity, export intensity, and increased sales in foreign markets-positively impact employment growth.
Next, we run the second model that incorporates the different variables related to the transition in-and-out of exporting: export entry, export exit, and export persistence. This model has the following form: Employment growth Export entry Export persistence
Export exit Control variables
In equation (2), the transition-in-and-out of exporting is measured via three dummy variables that take the value of one if the business is a new exporter (export entry), is a habitual exporter (export persistence), or stopped its international activity (export exit). Similar to the case of the set of baseline models (equation 1), the dependent variable is employment growth, measured via the metrics proposed by Brixy and Kohaut (1999) and Davidsson et al. (2002) , while the control variables include the entrepreneur's profile (gender, age, and management studies), the business's profile (age, initial size, and entrepreneurial teams) and the regional dummy variables (the omitted variable is Bucharest).
In terms of our hypotheses, we expect that 2 0   and that 2 1    to corroborate that the positive impact of exporting on employment growth is greater among habitual exporters than among new exporters (H2a). Also, we expect that 3 0   to confirm that the relationship between exporting and employment growth is negative among firms that exit international activities (H2b).
Empirical findings and discussion
Transitions in-and-out of exporting and employment growth
This section presents the results of the empirical analysis. For both employment growth measures (according to Brixy and Kohaut (1999) and Davidsson et al. (2002) ), specifications 1 to 3 in Table 4 show the results of the baseline models estimating growth as a function of export propensity, export intensity, and the change in international sales. Model 4 presents the results for the full model including the variables related to the transitions in-and-out of exporting (export entry, export persistence, and export exit).
To address the threat of collinearity, we computed the average variance inflation factor (VIF) for all variables. In all model specifications, the average and maximum VIF values are below the generally accepted threshold value of 10 for assessing collinearity (Greene, 2003) .
The results for this diagnostic test do not raise collinearity concerns.
Concerning the control variables, results indicate that the business' initial size is the only significant variable explaining employment growth. This finding is consistent throughout the different model specifications and for the two employment growth measures analysed. The negative result of the coefficient indicates that smaller firms (at the start-up year) show significantly higher growth rates. This result is consistent with prior research highlighting that smaller businesses grow faster (see, e.g., Audretsch et al., 1999; Blackburn et al., 2013; Evans, 1987; Hall, 1987; Lafuente and Rabetino, 2011 ).
---Insert Table 4 about here ---As for the key findings of the study, results presented in specification 1 in Table 4 indicate that businesses reporting sales in foreign markets show significantly greater employment growth rates. This is consistent for the two analysed employment growth measures.
In the case of the growth measure proposed by Brixy and Kohaut (1999) the result indicates that the rate of employment growth among exporters is 19.40% higher than that of non-exporting businesses. A similar result emerges when analysing the result for the growth measure by Davidsson et al. (2002) : the average employment growth rate of exporters is 11.70% higher than the rate estimated for the group of non-exporting businesses. Nevertheless, these arguments do not hold for the variables linked to export intensity and variations in exports (models 2 and 3 in Table 4 ). This implies that the positive effect of exporting on employment growth is not conditioned by the intensity with which businesses sell their products/services in international markets. Therefore, we confirm our first hypothesis (H1) that proposes a positive relationship between exporting and employment growth only for the variable linked to export propensity.
In the EU context the low trade costs across member states reduce the psychic distance and economic risk of exporting, regardless of the weight of exports in the business' portfolio (export intensity) (Oviatt and McDougall, 2005; Vaillant et al., 2006) . These aspects contribute to explain why SMEs typically export to EU markets (e.g., Dhingra et al., 2018; Lafuente et al., 2015) . Therefore, the results in Table 4 pointing to a positive relationship between exports-more concretely, export entry-and employment growth may suggest that the sampled firms primarily export to EU markets. To verify this argument, we analysed the foreign markets targeted by new exporters and habitual exporters. Results in Table 5 confirm that the exporting efforts of the study SMEs primarily focus on EU markets. On average, new exporters sell abroad 51.87% of their products/services, while average export intensity among habitual exporters is 54.44% (Table 5) . A second noteworthy finding relates to the markets targeted by new and habitual exporters. On the one hand, habitual exporters sell to EU countries 88.61% of their total exports (Table 5: 52.80%), a result that is significantly higher than that found for new exporters (Table 5: 45.96%). On the other hand, and despite the relatively low values, sales to markets outside the EU are significantly more prevalent among new exporters (Table 5: 5.91%), compared to the group of habitual exporters (Table 5: 1.64%). However, this latter result should be taken with a grain of salt as it may be influenced by the higher proportion of new exporters selling more than 50% of their sales outside the EU (13.34%), compared to the proportion of habitual exporters selling to markets outside the EU more than 50% of their sales (5.38%).
---Insert Table 5 about here ---Results in model 4 of Table 4 allow at testing hypotheses 2(a) and 2(b). In this case we observe that both employment growth variables are positively associated with the initiation of international activities. The coefficient for the variable 'new exporter' is positive and statistically significant, which indicates that the benefits of exporting-in terms of employment growth-are greater among first-time exporters, compared to non-exporters. For illustrative purposes, in the case of the growth measure by Davidsson et al. (2002) , the result of the coefficient for new exporters indicates that employment growth among firms that enter foreign markets is 34.10% higher than that of non-exporters. The result for the 'habitual exporter' dummy is not significant, which means that the export premium linked to employment growth is not correlated with experience in international markets. This finding is similar to that reported by Bernard and Jensen (1999) for the US and by Requena (2005) for the UK, who find no differences in the year-to-year performance changes of habitual exporters and non-exporters.
To correctly test hypothesis H2(a), the comparison of coefficients was used to detect for potential differences in the effect of the variables 'new exporter' and 'habitual exporter' on employment growth. Based on the parameters reported in model 4, the result of the F-test
indicates that the positive effect on employment growth of the 'new exporter' dummy is significantly higher than the effect computed for the 'habitual exporter' dummy. This result is consistent across the analysed employment growth measures: F-test = 11.07 (p-value < 0.01) for the growth variable by Brixy and Kohaut (1999) , and F-test = 8.30 (p-value < 0.01) for the growth variable proposed by Davidsson et al. (2002) . These results do not give support to our hypothesis H2(a) that states that the positive impact of exporting on employment growth is greater among habitual exporters than among new exporters.
The coefficient linked to the variable capturing export exit is negative and statistically significant, which indicates that firms that dropped international markets have lower employment growth rates than non-exporting firms. This result is especially relevant because it suggests that the decision to exit exporting activities is related to potential operational losses derived from the misallocation of resources within the business. In this sense, the reported fall in employment may well be a consequence of the business' lower export returns. This way, we confirm our hypothesis H2(b) that proposes that the relationship between exporting and employment growth is negative among firms that exit international activities.
Robustness check: Structural break
In models like ours-in which a linear regression is used to represent an economic relationship-the question often arises as to whether the analysed relationship is stable across the sampled businesses, or whether coefficients remain stable for different groups of businesses.
Similar to the analysis presented in section 3.2 on the potential effect of significant employment changes in businesses that started operations with one employee (23.85% of the sample: 135 out of 566 businesses), we also acknowledge the possibility that the coefficients generated from our employment growth regressions do not hold constant across different types of businesses. More concretely, it is relevant to question if the employment growth pattern of businesses created with one employee is comparable to that of businesses created with more employees. From a statistical perspective, this question can be answered by testing whether two groups of observations-in our case, businesses created with one employee vis-à-vis the rest of businesses in the sample-are part of the same regression model.
To evaluate if two groups of parameter estimates in two regressions are equal, we employ the test developed by Chow (1960) . This procedure evaluates if coefficients computed for two groups of observations are significantly different (structural break), thus rendering ordinary least squares (OLS) estimates inefficient and biased (Wooldridge, 2002) .
We performed the Chow test (1960) on all regression models presented in Table 4 , and the results of the structural break tests are presented in Table 6 . From the results reported in Table 6 we cannot reject the null hypothesis that both groups of observations (one-employee business and the rest of businesses) belong to the same regression model (no structural break) (Chow, 1960, p. 604) . These results confirm that-for the two employment growth measures used in this study and for all model specifications-the estimated slopes for the group of businesses that started operations with one employee (at the start-up year) are not significantly different compared to the coefficients computed for the rest of businesses in the sample.
Because estimations are not significantly affected by potential discrepancies in the growth patterns of businesses created with one employee vis-à-vis the rest of businesses in the sample, we therefore conclude that the coefficients of the employment growth models in Table   4 are consistent. These findings reinforce our approach to employment growth.
---Insert Table 6 about here ---
Complementary analysis
Having corroborated the differentiating effect of the analysed export decisions on employment growth, we conducted an additional analysis to further validate our results. From the exhaustive analysis of the sample we note that, compared to non-exporters, exporters are significantly larger in terms of number of employees (Table 7) . This result exclusively comes from the employment growth rate of new exporters (the result is significant at 1% level).
Notwithstanding this result, it should be noted that the median size of both new and habitual exporters fall into the micro-business category with less than 10 employees.
Furthermore, the only significant difference in the average employment growth rate was found when comparing new exporters (Brixy and Kohaut: 133% -Davidsson et al.: 94%) and non-exporters (Brixy and Kohaut: 80% -Davidsson et al.: 65%). This result is similar to that of Calof (1993) and Requena (2005) who find that small firms experience a substantial performance improvement the year they switch from being non-exporters to become exporters.
Also, this result is in line with Bernard and Jensen (1999) who report that the benefits of exporting are more pronounced among new exporters than among businesses with more international experience.
---Insert Table 7 about here ---Finally, results in Table 7 show that export intensity-measured as the proportion of sales abroad-is evenly distributed among exporting businesses. In line with the regression results presented in Table 4 (models 2 and 3), this finding suggests that employment growth is not linked to higher rates of sales in international markets.
Concluding remarks, implications and limitations
In this study, we contribute to bridging the link between employment and different export strategies. Our analysis seeks to scrutinise the distinctive effect that the different forms of export behaviours related to the transitions in-and-out of exporting (export entry, export persistence, and export exit) have over employment growth. In doing so, we propose an analysis of the relationship between different forms of export behaviour and employment growth on a sample of 566 Romanian small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). The relevance of this study flows from the particular empirical design that simultaneously evaluates different export choices and their specific effect on employment growth in a transition economy.
The main results emerging from our analysis indicate that exporting firms grow more rapidly than non-exporting firms, in terms of employment. As for the analysis of the effects of transitions in-and-out of exporting, we found that firms entering into international markets show a significantly greater rate of employment growth than their non-exporting counterparts. To the contrary, in the case of habitual exporters our results do not give support to the view that experience in international markets enhances quantitative improvements in employment.
Finally, our findings are in line with previous studies indicating that firms that abandon their international activities experience significant operational and financial losses, which translate into lower (or negative) employment growth rates (Bernard and Jensen, 1999; Requena, 2005) .
This study has important implications for scholars, practitioners and policy makers.
From an academic perspective, our results show that export matters for employment growth, but we highlight the relevance of distinguishing the specific impacts of the different export behaviours analysed related to the transitions in-and-out of exporting. Our findings permit us to corroborate that new exporters grow more rapidly than habitual exporters, thus pointing to the presence of an impulse effect of exporting on employment growth. Previous studies indicate that experience in international markets is important to consolidate international operations;
however, it was found that consolidation does not necessarily come with further growth in employment.
In line with the previous arguments, our results are encouraging for practitioners as they suggest that businesses may obtain important gains from initiating export activities. Together with the relative ease of internationalisation through exporting, Romanian businesses may perceive exporting as a valid strategy to grow as a result of the simplification of the bureaucratic work necessary to engage in international activities within the European Union.
Finally, the results of this study also have important implications for policy makers.
Because employment creation is an economic policy priority, an important outcome of our study is adding to the stock of empirical evidence showing the positive link between initiating export activities and employment creation. Because export exit is associated with net employment lose, policy looking to stimulate domestic employment should be aimed towards encouraging high-potential local firms to explore foreign opportunities and develop export markets. By doing so the findings of this study show that there will be positive repercussions on local employment growth. Even in times of domestic economic slowdown, foreign expansion to international export markets experiencing a more favourable economic situation can help stimulate local industry and lay the seeds for a domestic economic inflection towards greater prosperity. Because our results highlight the significant effect of export entry and export exit on employment growth, policy makers will also be well advised to develop support programmes that not only promote exports among SMEs, but that also accompany and monitor businesses in their export pathway in order to avoid ill-judged export entry decisions and help new exporters to overcome unexpected difficulties that may lead them to exit exporting.
The results of the study do, however, send a warning against the overuse of employment The consolidation of SMEs' exports is a top policy priority in Europe (European Commission, 2011) . Support throughout the exporting process and bureaucratic assistance are critical elements at the core of most programmes aimed at enhancing exports among European SMEs (European Commission, 2016). We find that management studies and the presence of entrepreneurial teams are not significant factors when it comes to explaining business growth; whereas exporting significantly boosts employment growth among new exporters. Also, we found that the quantitative development of employment is more pronounced among smaller firms that recently entered into the international arena. Specific measures should first focus on identifying those businesses with a greater likeliness of export persistence (Vaillant et al., 2018) . Second, export promotion policies should better communicate the benefits of exporting to entrepreneurs so that those high-potential SMEs perceive exporting as a low financial commitment entry mode.
We report some limitations that, in turn, represent future research avenues. As with any cross-sectional study, the main limitation of the paper lies in both the absence of a longitudinal analysis that could have given a greater perspective to the study, and the potential presence of selection bias. Also, the data used in this study coincides with Romania's accession to the EU, a period during which businesses may have had different incentives to export, compared to other time periods. Future research should replicate similar studies in other emerging contexts-either within Central and Eastern Europe or elsewhere-and using more recent data so the results could be compared and ultimately generalised to larger populations. Performance is a multidimensional construct. Therefore, future research should pay attention to the long run repercussions that exporting is having on alternative performance measures other than employment growth. Finally, future research should not only attempt to explore the observed differences in the impact of exporting on SMEs' performance, but should also verify whether different organizational attributes help to explain (i.e., moderate) the relationship between export activity and business performance, such as industry, number of targeted countries, or international experience of the entrepreneur, in order to further build on our analysis. For the variables related to export intensity (Exports in 2008) and to the businesses' international target market (Exports within the EU and Exports outside the EU), the t-test refers to differences in variable means between new exporters that started internationalising in 2008 against habitual exporters with more than two years exporting. *, **, *** indicates significance at the 0.10, 0.05 and 0.01, respectively (two-tailed t-test). Note: The 'Exporter in 2008' category includes both new exporters that started internationalizing in 2008 and habitual exporters with more than two years exporting. Standard deviation is presented in brackets. For the variables related to firm size (employees), firm age and employment growth, the t-test refers to differences in variable means between groups of firms reporting some export activity (new exporter, exiter and habitual exporter) against the non-exporter group. *, **, *** indicates significance at the 0.10, 0.05 and 0.01, respectively (two-tailed t-test).
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